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At midnight on Sept. 18, Carlos Andres Perez completed his 28-month prison sentence, which he
had been serving under house arrest. The 73-year-old former head of state has vowed to re-enter
Venezuelan political life, to rescue the party that threw him out, and possibly to start a new political
organization. Meanwhile, he has temporarily left the country, headed for the US for medical tests
and a reunion with his long-time companion and mother of two of his children.
Perez has been a dominant figure in Venezuelan politics for more than three decades. However,
his influence went far beyond national political affairs. Together with Mexico's former president,
Luis Echeverria, he founded the Sistema Economico Latinoamericano (SELA) in 1975. He was also
an influential member of the Socialist International and played a key role in the early political
career of Alan Garcia, former president of Peru. He also was involved in the negotiations that led
to the Torrijos-Carter Panama Canal treaties. During the Central American wars in the 1970s, Perez
supported Latin American initiatives to resolve the crises and in 1983 helped organize the Contadora
Group, which later evolved into the Rio Group. Perez first served as president from 1974 to 1979,
during the time of Venezuela's oil boom. He was re-elected in 1989, but was forced from office in
1993. After a lengthy judicial process, he was convicted of "aggravated misappropriation of state
funds," related to a US$17.2 million discretionary fund.
On May 30, 1996, the Supreme Court sentenced Perez to 28 months, to be served under house arrest
because of his age. The two years he had already been under house arrest when the sentence was
handed down was credited toward fulfillment of his sentence (see NotiSur, 06/07/96). Immediately
following his conviction, the Accion Democratica (AD), which Perez help to found in 1941, expelled
the former president from the party. In addition, on July 3, the Venezuelan Senate voted to strip
Perez of the Senate seat to which he was entitled as a former president. The Constitution states that
the lifetime Senate seat can be revoked if a president is convicted of a felony committed while in
office. Perez argued unsuccessfully against the measure, saying his seat was based on his first term
as president.
Perez reacted defiantly to the congressional vote, saying he would return to Congress through the
vote of the people. He also said that, if he so chose, he would be re-elected president, and he vowed
to fight to rescue the AD from those who have taken it over. However, before Perez regained his
liberty, AD leader Aristides Hospedales said the separation between the party and its founder was
permanent. "For Accion Democratica, CAP (Perez's initials by which he is known) is a closed case,"
said Hospedales. "There is no possibility that he will return to the ranks of the organization. The
only road left open to him is to start another party." Hospedales also warned other AD members
against supporting Perez. "Every AD leader better accept that Perez is outside the party," said
Hospedales. "If Perez wants to start a new party and some people think the ex-president has a viable
political project, they will have to choose between Perez and Accion Democratica."
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On Sept. 24, AD expelled 67 leaders from the party who had paid tribute to the former president
and publicly celebrated his release. The move added to speculation that Perez and his supporters
would soon start a new party. "The new party is ready to go and only needs a name and a date
for its inauguration," said Deputy Hector Alonso, one of those expelled from the AD during the
purge of Perez allies. Perez said he resumes his life as a free citizen with neither a desire for revenge
nor with hatred, and he said he would use his popular support with "humility and prudence" to
be a "positive factor" in Venezuelan political life rather than a disturbing element in the pressing
economic and political crisis."
Nevertheless, Perez's actions are being closely watched across the Venezuelan political spectrum.
Before he was forced to leave office, Perez said he "would have preferred another kind of death."
His adversaries believed that his fall from grace signaled the political burial of Venezuela's most
charismatic leader in the past 30 or more years. However, to his enemies' surprise, as time passed,
Perez began to recover his lost popularity. Although he was confined to his house, he remained
an influential presence on the political scene. He gave frequent interviews, received visitors, and
communicated with people around the world via the Internet.
According to political analysts in Venezuela, this has caused considerable consternation, especially
within the AD, as politicians contemplate the effect that Perez's liberty will have. "Perez has been
the principal protagonist in Venezuelan politics during the past seven years and in the past four has
been the object of continuous attempts to politically assassinate him," said analyst and university
professor, Luis Garcia. "They have condemned him, and now with the latest attacks they are making
him a victim and victims always have the sympathy of the people."
Meanwhile, the anti-Perez Venezuelan academic and political analyst, Arturo Uslar Pietri,
denounced the "media circus" surrounding Perez's release. "It was a great distraction, and focused
on a person who was removed from office, judged, and condemned for having committed a
crime," said Uslar. "At dawn today, Venezuelans forgot that they suffered the most severe political,
economic and social crisis in their history, and that Carlos Andres Perez is one of the major persons
responsible for that catastrophe."
Despite the completion of his sentence, Perez is not out from under the cloud of legal action. He is
still under investigation on charges that much of the US$17 million was deposited in foreign bank
accounts in the name of Cecilia Matos. Perez has insisted that the alleged bank accounts do not exist.
Following his release, Perez visited several cities in Venezuela before leaving for the US on Oct. 6,
where he is scheduled to undergo medical tests. According to those close to the former president, he
is staying with Cecilia Matos, with whom he has two children. Perez is married to Blanca Rodriguez,
with whom he lives in Caracas and has six children. (Sources: Reuter, 06/10/96, 06/12/96, 07/03/96,
07/04/96; Notimex, 06/13/96, 07/26/96; Spanish news service EFE, 09/16/96, 09/19/96, 09/20/96,
09/24/96; Inter Press Service, 09/12/96, 09/25/96; Agence France-Presse, 06/10/96, 07/03/96, 09/08/96,
09/17/96, 09/26/96, 10/06/96)
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